**Core tip:** To our knowledge, the present study is the first to evaluate the effect of clopidogrel treatment on bone healing. Clopidogrel is an antithrombotic drug that inhibits platelet aggregation through inhibition of the P2Y~12~ purinergic receptor on their surface. The P2Y~12~ is also expressed in osteoblasts and osteoclasts, and previous studies have raised concerns about clopidogrel's possible effect on bone metabolism. We report our results on the effect of clopidogrel on bone healing using the rabbit calvarial defect model. Our results indicate that clopidogrel treatment does not negatively affect bone healing but rather promotes it.

INTRODUCTION
============

Clopidogrel is a thienopyridine antiplatelet drug widely prescribed for the prevention of thrombotic events such as myocardial infarction and stroke\[[@B1]\]. Following metabolic transformation in liver, clopidogrel active metabolite (CAM) inhibits the platelet purinergic receptor P2Y~12~ and, therefore, blocks ADP-induced platelet aggregation\[[@B2]\].

The purinergic signaling system is found in almost all tissues and is involved in several important cellular functions such as migration, proliferation, apoptosis and cytokine secretion\[[@B3]\]. The purinergic system is an autocrine and paracrine signaling system, where extracellular purines and pyrimidines act as extracellular signaling molecules, affecting several receptors subtypes\[[@B4]\]. Purinergic receptors are classified into two groups: P1 (further subdivided into A~1~, A~2A~, A~2B~ and A~3~) and P2 (further subdivided into P2X ligand-gated ion channel receptors and P2YG-protein-coupled receptors). P1 receptors are activated by adenosine and P2 receptors by ATP, UDP and their breakdown products\[[@B5]\]. Research on purinergic signaling in bone has gained a lot of attention in recent years, but its role in bone healing and turnover has not been fully elucidated\[[@B6]\]. In particular, the expression of the P2Y~12~ receptor on osteoblasts and osteoclasts has been demonstrated as well\[[@B7]-[@B9]\]. The few existing *in vivo* studies on the effect of clopidogrel on bone remodeling or osteoporosis show contrasting results, with some of them indicating positive\[[@B9],[@B10]\] and others indicating negative\[[@B8],[@B11]\] impact. For example, Su et al\[[@B9]\] report that clopidogrel treatment increased trabecular bone volume in adult ovariectomized mice, while Syberg et al\[[@B8]\] reported that it decreased the same parameter. Moreover, the effect of the P2Y~12~ inhibitor clopidogrel on bone healing, when administered systematically, has not been studied yet.

Over the past years, a large body of medical literature in various specialties dealing with bone surgery suggests perioperative maintenance of antiplatelet therapy, whenever possible, in order to avert any thrombotic risk caused by temporary antiplatelet discontinuation\[[@B12]-[@B15]\]. On the other hand, when dealing with skeletal surgery, clopidogrel may affect bone healing either directly, by acting on osteoblasts and/or osteoclasts\[[@B7],[@B9]\], or indirectly, by acting on platelets that are known to have an important role in early stages of bone healing\[[@B16]\]. With this background, we undertook this study to evaluate if perioperative systemic administration of clopidogrel produces any negative effect on spontaneous healing of rabbit calvarial defects, which model clinical scenarios of bone defect healing in patients receiving clopidogrel for cardiovascular indications.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
=====================

Animals and study design
------------------------

The present study was performed on 16 male New Zealand white rabbits that were housed at the institutional animal center. The animals were 6 mo old (mean body weight of 4.8 kg) and were acclimated for at least 1 wk before the experimental procedures, housed in individual cages, and fed with a standard laboratory *ad libitum* diet. The animal protocol was designed to minimize pain or discomfort to the animals, and it was approved by the Institutional Project Evaluation Committee and authorized by the local Prefectural Veterinary Service according to Directive 2010/63/EU and national law. The animals were randomly assigned in two groups of eight rabbits: An experimental (clopidogrel) group and a control group. Two calvarial defects were created in each animal, and, therefore, each group included 16 defects. The rabbits of clopidogrel group received a daily dose of 3 mg/kg, which has been shown to cause similar level of platelet aggregation inhibition with that of 75 mg in humans\[[@B17]\]. Clopidogrel was added to fruit juice and was administered orally to the rabbits *via* syringe daily, for 1 preoperative week and 6 postoperative weeks, while the rabbits of the control group received fruit juice without clopidogrel.

Surgical protocol
-----------------

The surgical procedures were performed 1 wk after the beginning of fruit juice and drug administration. Every animal received antibiotic prophylaxis (enrofloxacin 10 mg/kg subcutaneously) 1 hour before general anesthesia (ketamine 20-30 mg/kg intramuscularly and xylazine2-5 mg/kg intramuscularly) and surgery. The surgical procedures were performed under proper aseptic technique, and the skull of every rabbit was shaved, while the skin was disinfected with povidone iodine solution. The parietal bones were exposed through an incision along the sagittal midline of the cranium. Two circular cranial defects were created using a trephine burr, 11 mm in diameter, on both sides of the sagittal suture (Figure [1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}). Special care was taken in order to avoid damage of their dura matter. This size of defect is considered to be critical in the 6-wk healing period\[[@B18],[@B19]\]. The flaps were then sutured back in place layer by layer with resorbable suture to cover the defects with intact periosteum, in order to heal spontaneously without placing any barrier membrane or bone substitute. After 6 wk, the animals were euthanized by anesthesia overdose followed by whole body perfusion fixation with 10% neutral buffered formalin. Following euthanasia, the portions of cranial bones containing the defects were block-sectioned, and radiographic and histologic evaluation followed.

![Surgical procedures. A: Generation of calvarial defects with trephine bur of 11 mm in diameter; B: Circular defects with intact dura matter; C: Postmortem radiograph of the defects.](WJO-10-434-g001){#F1}

Radiographic evaluation
-----------------------

Digital radiographs of all specimens were taken using a dental x-ray unit (X-Mind AC, Satelec Acteon Group, Merignac, France) and a dental CCD sensor (Sopix2, Sopro Acteon Imaging, La Ciota, France), under the same operating parameters (70 kV, 8 mA, 0.125 s exposure time). Bridging and union within the defects were assessed blindly by two examiners (one of the authors and an independent evaluator, both dentists) using the scoring guide described by Patel et al\[[@B20]\]. This scoring system consists of the following five-grade scale: (0) No bone formation within defect; (1) Few bony spicules dispersed through defect; (2) Bony bridging only at defect borders; (3) Bony bridging over partial length of defect; and (4) Bony bridging entire span of defect at longest point (11 mm in the present study) (Figure [2](#F2){ref-type="fig"}).

![Radiographic scoring guide and example radiographs from material of the present study.](WJO-10-434-g002){#F2}

Histological preparation
------------------------

Dissected fragments containing the defects were dehydrated by sequential immersion of ascending concentrations of alcohol (50%, 70%, 90%, 100%), every 2 d. Then, the specimens were immersed in alcoholic solutions of increasing concentrations (50%, 70%, 90%) of methyl-methacrylate, also every 2 d (Techonit 7200, Heraeus Kulzer GmbH, Wehrheim, Germany). Next, the specimens were kept in 100% methyl-methacrylate for 10 d, in order to achieve optimum resin infiltration, before they were incubated in fresh 100% methyl-methacrylate and were polymerized for 12 hours, using an appropriate light-curing device. Finally, the polymerized specimens were cut with a diamond band-saw microtome, bonded on glass slides, grinded, and polished as appropriate to create approximately 80 μm thin histological sections. All the above procedures were carried out by using the EXAKT system (Advanced Technologies GmbH, Norderstedt, Germany). The specimens were cut vertically and histological sections were duly oriented to coincide with the direction of maximum defect bridging, as indicated from the corresponding radiographs. The sections were then stained with Toluidine blue/Basic Fuchsin.

Histomorphometry
----------------

The slides were viewed under light microscope (Axiostar Plus^®^, Zeiss, Gottingen, Germany) and digital images were captured (AxioCam ICc3, Carl Zeiss), so as to perform histomorphometric measurements (Figure [3](#F3){ref-type="fig"}) with the appropriate software, Image Pro Plus (Media Cybernetics Inc., Rockville, MD, United States). The following primary histomorphometric parameters were measured: (1) Defect area: Defined by connecting the margins of the defect through appropriate extrapolated curvatures that represent the inner and outer contour of the pre-existing cranial bone, which was removed with the trephine burr; (2) Bone tissue area: Defined as the new bone tissue that was formed within the borders of the determined defect area, including new mineralized bone and associated non-mineralized tissue (osteoid, content of osteonal canals and bone marrow); (3) Bone area: Defined as the new bone matrix (mineralized bone and osteoid) that was formed within the borders of the determined defect area; (4) Defect horizontal dimension: Defined as the length of the line connecting the original margins of the defect; and (5) Total bone tissue horizontal dimension: Defined as the linear extent of the new bone tissue that was regenerated from the defect margins and the new bone tissue islands across the defect horizontal dimension. The following secondary parameters were calculated: (1) Defect regeneration (%): (Bone tissue area)/(Defect area) x 100%*;* (2) Defect bridging (%): (Total bone tissue horizontal dimension)/(Defect horizontal dimension) x 100%*;* and (3) Bone tissue density (%): (Bone area)/(Bone tissue area) x 100%. Both the nomenclature and the definitions of primary and secondary parameters are based on the 2012 updated report of the American Society for Bone and Mineral Research Histomorphometry Nomenclature Committee\[[@B21]\].

![Schematic diagram of histological section through the calvarial defect showing primary histomorphometric measurements. Area within the dotted line represents the total defect area. Double arrows distances represent the defect horizontal dimension (a) and total bone tissue horizontal dimension (b1 + b2 + b3).](WJO-10-434-g003){#F3}

Sample size
-----------

Based on our pilot study and previous studies\[[@B18],[@B19],[@B22],[@B23]\], we assumed that the primary outcome (defect regeneration %, as defined above) in the control group would be approximately 20% ± 5%. Thus, in order to detect a difference of ± 10% between the groups, we calculated that at least eight animals would be needed per group, when α = 0.05 and (1-β) = 0.95. The sample size was calculated with G\*Power v.3.1.9.2 (Frantz Faul, Univerisität Kiel, Germany).

Statistical analysis
--------------------

Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS v.18.0 (SPSS, Inc., Chicago, IL, United States). The average radiographic score and the average histomorphometric parameters were initially calculated from the two defects for each animal. The radiographic scoring and histomorphometric parameters are presented as mean ± standard deviation within the groups. Inter-examiner agreement in radiographic scoring was evaluated by Cohen\'s kappa statistic. The significance of differences between the groups, in relation to radiographic scoring, was determined by the Mann-Whiney *U* test, since the data did not meet the criteria for normal distribution, as indicated by the Shapiro-Wilk test. The significance of differences between the groups, in relation to secondary histomorphometric parameters, was determined by the *t*-test, since the data were distributed normally, as indicated by the Shapiro-Wilk test. Statistical significance was determined at *P* \< 0.05 level. The statistical methods of this study were reviewed by Ms Eirini Pagkalidou, Mathematician, Biomedical Statistician, MSc of Public Health in Comparative Effectiveness Research.

RESULTS
=======

Both the surgical procedures and the post-operative period were uneventful and well tolerated by all the animals, without any surgical wound dehiscence, signs of infection or other complication.

Radiographic evaluation
-----------------------

The radiographic imaging showed radiopaque areas within the defects, indicating new bone formation in various extents (Figure [4](#F4){ref-type="fig"}). New bone was either formed inwards from the defect margins or located in the central portion of the defect as separated bony islets. The mean radiographic score was significantly higher in the clopidogrel group than in the control group, for both examiners \[3.31 ± 0.2 *vs* 1.43 ± 0.2 for examiner A (*P* \< 0.001) and 3.12 ± 0.3 *vs* 1.88 ± 0.2 for examiner B (*P* = 0.007); inter-examiner agreement: *k* = 0.441, *P* \< 0.001\].

![Representative radiographs and histological sections of the defects at 6 wk postoperatively. A: Clopidogrel group (red arrows showing the direction of histological section in each defect); B: Control group (red arrows showing the direction of histological section in each defect); C: Radiographic scoring from examiner A (^c^*P* \< 0.001); D: Radiographic scoring from examiner B (^b^*P* \< 0.01); scale bar of all histological figures is 1.5 mm.](WJO-10-434-g004){#F4}

Histologic and histomorphometric evaluation
-------------------------------------------

In both groups, the defect area was partially filled with thin new bone tissue in various extents, and none of the defects was completely regenerated. New bone tissue was evident either as wedge-shaped protrusions from the defect margins or as separated bone tissue islets within the defect area (Figure [4](#F4){ref-type="fig"}). The area within the new bone tissue was filled with fibrous connective tissue. New bone was mainly woven, but lamellar bone was also evident in various extents (Figures [5](#F5){ref-type="fig"} and [6](#F6){ref-type="fig"}). The lamellar bone was more pronounced in the new bone extending from the defect margins rather than in the islets. Complete bony bridging between the margins of the defect was indicated in one defect of the control group and in three defects of the clopidogrel group. Defect regeneration (%) and defect bridging (%), as assessed by histomorphometry, were significantly greater in the clopidogrel group as compared to the control group, whereas bone tissue density had no statistical difference (Table [1](#T1){ref-type="table"}).

###### 

Secondary histomorphomemtric parameters shown in mean ± standard deviation

                           **Clopidogrel group, *n* = 8**   **Control group, *n* = 8**   ***P* value**
  ------------------------ -------------------------------- ---------------------------- ---------------
  Defect regeneration, %   28.07 ± 7.7                      19.47 ± 4.9                  0.018
  Defect bridging, %       72.17 ± 21.2                     41.17 ± 8.5                  0.004
  Bone tissue density, %   72.13 ± 8.5                      64.82 ± 11.9                 0.179

![Representative specimen from the clopidogrel group. A: Planar radiographic image of the defect (red arrow showing the direction of histological section; scale bar is 1.5 mm); B: Histological section (red arrow showing the direction of histological section; scale bar is 1.5 mm); C: Higher magnification in the central part of the defect showing new formed bony islet consisting of woven (asterisks) and lamellar bone (black arrow, scale bar is 0.05 mm).](WJO-10-434-g005){#F5}

![Representative specimen from the control group. A: Planar radiographic image of the defect (red arrow showing the direction of histological section; scale bar is 1.5 mm); B: Histological section (red arrow showing the direction of histological section; scale bar is 1.5 mm); C: Higher magnification in the central part of the defect showing new formed bony islet consisting of woven bone (asterisks, scale bar is 0.05 mm).](WJO-10-434-g006){#F6}

DISCUSSION
==========

Identification of pharmacological agents that may affect bone healing is a challenging issue. Clopidogrel is a widely prescribed antiplatelet drug, and several *in vivo* studies have indicated that it may affect bone metabolism. To our knowledge, the present study is the first to assess the effect of systemic clopidogrel administration on bone healing. Our study was initially conducted in order to evaluate if clopidogrel received perioperatively for cardiovascular reasons had any negative effect on bone healing following skeletal surgical procedures. Interestingly, our results showed that clopidogrel enhanced new bone formation and bridging in the rabbit calvarial defect model. Our results agree with one previous *in vivo* study\[[@B24]\] on the subject, where the effect of local application of the active metabolite of clopidogrel (CAM) and ticagrelor in rat calvarial defect healing was evaluated. After implanting collagen sponge or 3D printed resorbable calcium-triphosphate/hydroxyapatite scaffolds saturated with CAM in rat calvarial defects, they study showed that CAM promoted significantly bone regeneration compared to BMP-2 application.

Previous results on the effect of clopidogrel on bone metabolism and turnover, however, are contrasting, as it seems that both dosage and duration of treatment with clopidogrel are important factors for its effects on bone. Syberg et al\[[@B8]\] found in adult ovariectomized mice that treatment with clopidogrel (1 mg/kg/d) for 4 wk resulted in significant reduction of trabecular bone volume, as well as to the reduction in trabecular number in tibia and femur compared with controls. In contrast, Su et al\[[@B9]\] reported that adult ovariectomized mice, treated with high clopidogrel dose (30 mg/kg/d) for 2 or 5 wk, showed significant increase in trabecular bone volume in tibia and significantly decreased serum levels of osteoclast activity marker (CTX), as compared to vehicle-treated mice. Interestingly, the same investigator\[[@B9]\] found that a 30 mg/kg/d clopidogrel treatment for 9 d in young mice, in which bone turnover is high due to skeletal growth, resulted in significant increase in the trabecular bone volume and trabecular bone mineral density of tibia, whereas there was no effect in adult normal mice. Moreover, Su et al\[[@B9]\] demonstrated that a 30 mg/kg/d clopidogrel treatment for 9 d protected mice from tumor-associated bone loss in a mouse model of tumor metastasis in the tibia. Also, in support of a "trophic" role, Yamaguchi et al\[[@B10]\] found that 5 mg/kg/d clopidogrel for 4 wk significantly reduced the incidence of steroid-associated osteonecrosis in a rabbit model. Yet, in a large scale clinical retrospective cohort study, Jørgensen et al\[[@B11]\] showed that clopidogrel therapy is associated with increased risk of osteoporotic fractures. They studied 77503 Danish patients who were prescribed clopidogrel for any indication, dosing and duration of treatment, during the years 1996-2008 and 232510 matched nonusers, and they found that patients on clopidogrel therapy had up to 50% increase in risk of osteoporotic fractures (hip, forearm and spine), especially those in treatment of more than 1 year. However, patients receiving less than 0.01 of the defined daily dose of clopidogrel apparently had a lower risk of fracture than nonusers\[[@B11]\]. Interestingly, in 2017\[[@B25]\], the same group of researchers studied patients taking clopidogrel for stroke alone from the same cohort and found that while these patients run an increased risk of osteoporotic fractures, clopidogrel was not responsible for this. In contrast, they indicated that patients less adherent to the treatment run a lower risk than nonusers and patients with high adherence.

At the cellular level, the available studies indicate that clopidogrel should result in suppression of both bone formation and resorption *in vivo* and, thus, impairment of bone healing. For instance, CAM inhibited both osteoblast and osteoclast differentiation from bone marrow cells in culture\[[@B24]\]. Moreover, the application of clopidogrel in osteoblast cultures slowed osteoblast proliferation, decreased cell viability of mature osteoblasts and inhibited mineralized bone nodule formation, while the application in osteoclast cultures decreased their number, viability and resorptive activity\[[@B8]\]. Therefore, it appears that inhibition of the P2Y~12~ receptor on bone cells alone may not explain our results showing bone regeneration at least at 6 wk postoperatively.

Taking into account the foregoing, it is tempting to speculate that clopidogrel may have indirectly enhanced bone regeneration in our study by interfering with various levels of the complex cascades that take place during tissue repair. Firstly, the P2Y~12~ receptor is also expressed in other cellular players involved in bone healing such as platelets, leukocytes and endothelial cells\[[@B26]\]. Clopidogrel is known to affect various processes occurring in the early stages of tissue healing such as improving endothelial nitric oxide bioavailability and reducing platelet degranulation, platelet-leukocyte aggregate formation, expression of inflammatory cytokines and C-reactive protein\[[@B27]\]. Coimbra et al\[[@B28]\] found that high clopidogrel dose (75 mg/kg/d) increased the number of osteoblasts and mesenchymal stem cell proliferation in the areas of bone remodeling during the initial phase of inflammation resolution, following periodontitis. Moreover, the purinergic signaling system is known to regulate long-term (trophic) effects in tissue regeneration, and its components are highly interdependent and, occasionally, have opposite effects on cellular functions\[[@B29]-[@B32]\]. Thus, it is not unreasonable to assume that continuous inhibition of the P2Y~12~ receptor in the perioperative period by clopidogrel may affect the functions of other purinoreceptor subtypes, resulting in a cumulative effect that favors bone healing, which cannot be fully explained yet.

Admittedly, our study bears some limitations. For example, due to enforced limitations on the number of experimental animals by the local Veterinary Service, the evaluation of bone healing at different time intervals was not possible nor was the administration of different doses of clopidogrel for different perioperative periods, which would have provided better metrics on the positive influence of clopidogrel on bone healing. In the future, comparison with other antiplatelet drugs, such as aspirin or ticagrelor, would provide valuable data for extensively used drugs. Moreover, our study would have benefited from the use of micro-computed tomography in order to obtain 3-D quantitative data of the defect regeneration, although our method (combination of radiographic and histologic interpretation) is also acceptable in the literature\[[@B33]\]. Finally, it should be considered that the present study is experimental, on an animal model, and its results cannot fully be translated to humans.

Despite such limitations, our results indicate that perioperative administration of clopidogrel does not negatively affect bone healing but rather enhances it. Clopidogrel treatment may promote bone healing *in vivo* by influencing complex mechanisms that involve purinergic signaling on a number of cell types participating in the process. Considering the high clinical impact of the subject due to the wide use of clopidogrel, its role in bone healing and remodeling remains to be further elucidated. In addition, expansion of the present research may provide useful information for future clinical applications on the acceleration of bone healing and the prevention/management of bone loss.

ARTICLE HIGHLIGHTS
==================

Research background
-------------------

Clopidogrel is a widely prescribed drug that inhibits platelet aggregation and, therefore, prevents thromboembolic events such as myocardial infarction and stroke. Clopidogrel acts by binding on the P2Y~12~ purinergic receptor on the platelet surface. Purinergic receptors also play an important role in bone homeostasis, and P2Y~12~, in particular, is expressed in osteoblasts and osteoclasts as well. The exact role of the P2Y~12~ receptor and the effect of clopidogrel treatment in bone metabolism have not been elucidated. The few existing studies demonstrate contrasting results, with some of them indicating a negative impact on bone turnover. The effect of clopidogrel treatment in bone healing has not yet been studied.

Research motivation
-------------------

The presence of a drug that may negatively affect bone healing during the perioperative period when dealing with skeletal surgery raised our concerns and motivated us to conduct this study.

Research objectives
-------------------

The main objective of the present study was to evaluate bone healing during continuous perioperative clopidogrel treatment.

Research methods
----------------

Our study used the well-described critical sized calvarial defect model. Sixteen male New Zealand rabbits were used and randomly divided into two groups; an experimental group taking clopidogrel 3 mg/kg/d per os and a control group taking the vehicle alone. The treatment began 1 wk before the surgical procedures and continued for 6 wk postoperatively. Surgical procedures were conducted to create two circular bony defects on the cranium of every animal. After a 6-wk postoperative period, the animals were euthanized, and postmortem radiographical and histological evaluation was conducted. Radiological evaluation was conducted using a five grade qualitative scale. Histological evaluation included measurements of the percentages of the defect regeneration, bridging and bone density.

Research results
----------------

The postoperative period was uneventful and without any complication for all animals. The radiological examination showed that the clopidogrel group had a statistically significant improved radiographic score in bone bridging and union. The histomorphometric analyses also revealed significantly greater percentage of bone regeneration and bridging in the clopidogrel group than in the control group. However, bone density was not statistically different between the groups.

Research conclusions
--------------------

The present study results indicate that continuous perioperative clopidogrel treatment does not impair bone healing; instead, it promotes new bone formation. This finding is important when dealing with skeletal surgery in patients who use this drug chronically for cardiovascular indications.

Research perspectives
---------------------

Future research may involve evaluation of the effect of other antiplatelet drugs of the same category, such as ticagrelor or prasugrel, and at different dosing and treatment duration. Moreover, further research is needed in order to evaluate if our findings have useful implications in bone healing improvement such as topically drug releasing vehicles or drug eluting orthopedic implants.
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